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SPORT AND SOCIETY FOR H-ARETE
OCTOBER 4, 2000
The American historian Bruce Catton once said that people in the
scientific and industrial age are governed by a basic rule: What
we CAN do, we MUST do. When both the risks and the rewards are
high, and because the rewards are more immediate and the risks
more distant, this rule governs the uses of science and
technology in sport.
Whether we like it or not gifted athletes seeking cash and glory
will do whatever needs to be done to reach the top of their
field. This makes them no different than many others across the
spectrum of human endeavor. The driven personality is as common
in the boardrooms of the corporate world as it is on the middle
podium at the Olympic Games.
Once again in Sydney drug suspensions and alleged drug use
riddled the Olympic Games. The C.J. Hunter cover up, the
Rumanian weight lifters, and whispers and innuendo swept across
the Olympic landscape like a Category Five Hurricane.
The sad fact is that the ethos of much of world-class sport
requires the use of steroids or other performance enhancements
for competition at the elite levels.
I take as a given the hypocrisy that sportsworld requires,
indeed demands, for a denial of use. The international governing
bodies driven by IOC image-acolytes insist that their sports are
pure, and they cling desperately to what little remains of the
long discredited amateur ideal. Has there ever been an athlete
who admitted to drugs in their breakfast cereal by pre-meditated
design?
I take as a given that the endless battle of the technologies of
detection and masking has been won by the maskers, and despite
the reformers this will continue to be the case. This allows
everyone to continue to go his or her hypocritical way. In fact
the authorities may secretly hope that detection will never
catch up with masking for fear of what that might reveal.
There is nothing particularly new in all of this. Major drug
scandals have plagued international sport for decades. There
seems little that athletes will not do in the hunt for cash and
glory, although there is often a heavy price to be paid.

The statistics on the longevity of career athletes when compared
to the general adult population indicates that for most athletes
a heavy price is being paid. It may be a shortened life, an
inability to walk normally, a life of considerable pain, a
higher risk of such things as stroke, heart disease, and
personality disorders. Nonetheless those who have experienced
these results, and who have been asked, seem to be of the
opinion that whatever the price it is worth it. I suspect that
if we could interview the dead they would concur.
It is time to change the approach to the drug problem. It is
time to open up the competition to drug use and see just how
driven the world class athletes are and how much they are
willing to risk for the gold.
This would not be qualitatively much different than the training
regimens and applications of technology which already dominate
the sporting scene and have objectified the athlete. For the
past several decades science and technology have been employed
in the enhancement of performance. Training techniques have been
studied and modified to cut that tenth of second here or there
off the time or increase endurance by a micro-percentage. The
entire academic and research field of human kinetics has grown,
like the cancer it is, over the past three decades as the search
for the winning edge has reached absurd proportions.
The arrival of the computer has allowed for a closer examination
of human movement and the impact of technologies on sporting
activities of all kinds. The technologies of golf clubs and
tennis rackets, shoes and other equipment have become crucial in
sport. These advances have not come to serve the consumer,
although they ultimately reach the marketplace; they have been
developed to serve the elite athletes of the world to get the
all-important infinitesimal edge in the competitive struggle.
Each day and each week on the auto racing circuit the mechanics
and engineers are working feverishly to achieve a hundredth of a
percent of horsepower advantage or fuel efficiency over their
competitors. At the same time and in the same way those who work
with the human machine are involved in similar pursuits; fine
tuning those machines to run faster, jump higher, and endure
longer.
The human body has been stretched beyond its limits in the
search for the winning edge and all has been done in the name of
sport. So what would be substantively different if drugs were

utilized in sport? Would it not be just another technological
application within the performance enhancement ethos?
In the end individuals would be forced to make serious decisions
about the balance between risk and reward, and in the process we
could get a very good read on just how mad the world of sport
has become, and how far from sport we have deviated.
The results could be both revealing and depressing, but I
suspect, not very surprising.
On Sport and Society this is Dick Crepeau reminding you that you
don't have to be a good sport to be a bad loser.
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